The Hierarchy of Truths

Some Quotations

"In ccumenical dialoguc, when Catholic theologians join with separated brethren

in common study of the divine mysterics, they should, while standing fast by the
teaching of the Church, pursue the work with love for the truth, with charity, and
with humility. When comparing doctrines with onc another, they should rcmember

that in Catholic doctrine there exists an order or "hicrarchy" of truths, since
these vary in their rclation to the foundation of the Christian faith. Thus the way
will be open whereby this kind of "fraternal omulation" will incite all to a decper
awarcness and a clcarcr recalization of the unfathomable riches of Christ."

Vatican II. Decree on Ecumenism, n. 1l

"In considering these questions within the context of the present situation of our

two Communions, w. proposc particularly as mattcr for dialogue the following

possiblc convergences of lines of thought: ....; sccondly, between the Anglican
distinction of fundamcntals from nonfundemcntals and the distinction implicd by

the Vatican Council's rcforences to a "hicrarchy of truths" (Decrce on Ecumenism, ll),
to the difference between "rovealed truths" and "the manncr in which they are
formulated" (Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modcrn World, 62), and to
diversitics in thoological tradition being often "complementary rather than
conflicting". (Decrce on Ecumenism, 17).

Malta Report, n. 6

"One might investigate the analogy that nay cxist botween the "hicrarchy" of revealed
trath and the distinction, made famous by Pope John, between the deposit of faith
and its formulation. Thus onc can wonder if some doctrincs as taught in the Church
or as asserted by the magisterium (c.g. the recontly defincd Mariological doctrines
or papal infallibility) do not belong to the formulation rather than to the deposit
of the faith. That is, the purposc or csscnce of such a doctrinc would lie not in
itself but in ite contribution to the defense, illustration, or cnhancement of a
truth which is central to thoe Christian mystery. Werc this so (I say this hypothotically)
the denial of such a doctrine would net nccessarily amount to a rejection of the
center of the Christian nystery, but could be no morc than a rcjection of the
adequacy, value, or usefulncss of this particular defense, illustration, or
cnhancement of the mystery.”

G. H. Tavard, Theological Studies, June 1971, p.289.

"There can be no such thing as on inessential article of faith, meaning by that
toerm on article of faith sbout incsscntial arcas of Christinn belicf, All articles
of faith must be about Christ, about the way He saves, the wny He rcveals the
Father and the woy He sends the Spirit to his Church. The onus is upon Roman
Catholics to show how articles of faith about Mary cast light upon the essential
Christian belicfs about Christ. They can be Christian dogmas only insofar as they
do this. In this respect there is no hierarchy of doctrincs. But wherc there is a
hicrarchy is in the immcdiacy of the conncction of the saving work of Christ with a
particular verbal formulation of doctrine. Some doctrines can be couched in such a
form that thcy make no explicit mention of Christ at all. In this scnse they could
be regardcd as of secondary ronk; but the conncetion with Christ must be there, and
in this all doctrines are equal." \




"Many, perhaps all, doctrincs have two lcvels, which for convenience can be
called the symbolic and the theological. I am awarc that I am raising difficult
and important qucstions - questions such as that of the meaningfulness of
distinguishing bctween an unchanging bolief and ite changing formulations. I do
not wish to discuss whether a doctrine can be stated theologically without symbols.,
Vhat I nean is that somc doctrines which are formulated in historical or quasi-
historical torms can have a further meoning which is expresscd by these terms in a
non-literal way, but could be cxpressed without them, The historical or quasi-
historical formulation I call the symbolic meaning; the ulterior meaning the
theological., The theological meaning is dircetly concernad with Christ and the
Redemption; the symbolic meaning nced not be, The criterion for distinguishing
between the symbolic and the theological is not always identical; but, although the
distinction is not always ploin, in some cascs, at least, it can be clearly drawn.
Take as an obvious o¢xanple the article of the Apostles' Crced: 'he descended into
hell'. The symbolic content of this doctrinc is ite literal meaning, that Jesus
spent the time between his death and resurrccetion with the dead in hell (or 1imbo).
The theological meaning is that thosc who dicd beforc Christ were saved only through
him, that they had to wait for him in tho scnsc that they owed their salvation to him.

I wish to suggest the following four theses concoraing doctrines which have
these two levels of interpretations

(1) It somctimes happens thot some Christians acecept the liternl truth of the
synbolic form of a doctrinc, while cthers do not, though without ceasing to
affirm tho doctrine.

(2) In thesc cascs it sometimes happens that Christians, whilec not agrecd
vhcther the symbolic content be accepted literally, agree about the
thoological neaning., This scems to be the situation with regard to
such doctrines as the Virgin Birth or the Ascension.

(3) By contrast, therc can be disagreement about the theological interpretation
among thosc who accept the traditional verbal form of a doctrine, such as the
doctrine of hell.

(4) And, most important for ocur prescnt purposc if there is agreement over the
theological meaning but disagrcement over the interpretation or cven the
validity of the symbolic form in which it is cxpressed, thure is no necd for
the one side to accept the symbol nor the other side to ronounce it or cease
to bolicve in its literal truth,

It is, 1 would suggcst, this fourth typc of agreenent that we nay hopc can be
reached over tho doetrines of the Imnaculate Conception and the Assumption, Ronan
Catholics may belicve as of faith that Mary was prescrved fron original sin md assumed
into heaven; othor Christians may be unable to accopt that thesce doctrines, so expressed,
can be part of tho Gospel. Both convictions could co-cxist in a fully unitcd Church,
provided there was agreement about the theological lovel of the doctrinces, which scems
to me to be this: +that it is of faith thot God's grace requires human co-operation,
providcs the conditions which make the humen rospons. possible and fruitful, and
results in senctification, seo that the holincss of the Church will be verifiable in
the lives of its nmembers, and will overflow from member to member; and finally that
all that is truly of valuc in hunan cxistence continues aftor death, when it is
transforned in heaven,

E. J. Yarnold, The Month, Junc 1971, »p. 177-179




